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Conventional Retaliatory Offensive in Europe

An Analysis

Intraduction:

—— e e e o iy e S e e et

The credibility of cur current military strategy, flexible
response, is‘increasingly questiorned by a wide range of
strategists who propose a variety of alternatives. Samuel P.
Huntington’s propesal for a conventicnal retaliatory offensi;;
"strategy" for Eurcope is but cne of these altermnatives.l The
task in this paper is to analyze Mr. Huntington's "strategy"
using an established framework consisting of seven analytical

elements: context, threat, objectives, assumptions, cperational

o concepts, capabilities,. and costs/risks. The reader of this

énalysis is presumed to have full knowledge of the details of
Huntiﬁgton’s proposal and its content will not be reiterated.

Toe begin, I will agree with John F. Meehan III that
Huntington's proposal is not a new strateqy, but merely a new
operational concept for implementing the existing military
strategy of flexible response.2 For purposes of clarity, it
should be understood that flexible response has deterrence as its
primary objectivey has both denial and punishment approaches to
its implementationg and, has both conventional and nuclear means
available for each approach. Within this four part matrix of the -
flexible response strategy - dény/punish and conventional/nuclear
- a variety of potential operational concepts can exist, all of

which can be rungs on the escalation ladder which is central to

flexible response. Huntington's proposal is merely a new
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aperational concept for implementing flexible response, arncther
rung, if you will. He propoases a punishment approach to
deterrerce using conventicrnal forces as his means. It is a riew
corcept in that NATO has nct previously incorporated a
conventicnal offerisive as part of its planning.

Using the framework, this analysis will evaluate whether

i

the cornventiocnal retaliatory offensive concept meets a real
threat, is politically and militarily feasible ard is credibfe as
a canventianal deterrent; and, whether this concept shcauld be
added to the flexible response strategy or rejected. The
fallowing paragraphs will be critical of Hurtingtor’®s treatment

of the threat, will question the clarity of his military

© .. objectives, will present an alternative view of the capabilities

required and will pravide a net assessment addressing the costs

arnd risks of the proposal and the probable Scoviet resporse to it.

The Prcablem:

Given that the Soviets have achieved at least parity in
nuclear capability and are superior caonventionally, strategists,
including Hurtington, believe that flexible resporise (with its
current options of conventional defense, tactical/theater nuclear
defense and theater/strategic nuclear pdnishment) provides
neither sufficient flexibility nor adequate response to a
postulated Soviet attack in Eurcpe. To many, the idea that the
United States would subject itself and the World to the risk of

glabal riuclear war in ar effort to stop a Saviet conventional

attack in Euraope is na longer credible. I agree.
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We face a situaticon in Eurcape where the ruclear Lhreshaold
is militarily lcw and politically high. The pcateritial cast of
using ruclear weapons to defend Europe is too high to be a viable
option if deterrence fails. Huntington's propasal is are of many

that have been made to restore credibility to the deterrence of

corivent ianal war in Euraope.
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War fighting strategies are uriacceptable to Europeans;'
deterrernce of war is the NATO palitical cobjective; and

punishment, nrnat demtaly, is the acceptable methad. Within Eurape
there is gereral understanding that the strategic ernvirarment has
changed, that nuclear deterrerce is less credible and that there
is a need ta improve NATO's conventicrial capabilities. Yet,
‘there is a persistent belief that a strong conventional
capébility is unacceptable because it may lead to the conclusian
that conventicnal war is passible and that it can remain
conventicnal. Toa much canventional strength can be a threat to
deterrence. As Meehan points ocut, this leads to the propositian
that even if the Eurapeans could build a precisely adequate
conventional force for deterrence by denial they likely wouldn't
build it. The'NQTD probiem is philacscaphical not military.3
Huntington's proposal, then, meets one European test because
it is a deterrent by punishment ncot denial. But, it fails the
second test because it assumes that there is the possibility «f
fightirg a conventicral war in Eurcpe without resart ta nuclear

forces. The Eurapean naticons, it seems, have agreed to a minimal
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level of conventional capability in ocrder to pacify critics in
the United States ard tc secure the lirnkage of Urnited States®
nuclear forces ta Europe’s defense, But, they are urwillirig to
sericusly contemplate either the use of nuclear weapans in or a
non—-nuclear conventional defernse of Eurcpe. For this reason
alorne, Huntington’s canventiconal retaliatory offensive corcept
would be politically unacceptable to Eurcpeans even mare than the
already caontroaversial American corncepts of AirLand Hattle ané
Fallow—0n Force Attack.

His attempt ta establish the palitical feasibility of his
proposal is further weakened by his bald assumpticn that

significant additiarnal farces wcauld ncoct be required for its

L .. implementaticon. Thus, he tries to aveid the paolitical, economic

and demcographic problems his proposal would encournter if new
forcés are required. He offers no force analysis for his
assumption and, as will be discussed later when I araly:ze
capabilities, there is every reason to believe his assumption is
wrang. For these reasons, the propasal is palitically
unacceptable at present. Yet, as Huntington points out, the
notion of what is poalitically acceptable changes with time.
Therefore, we ;Bould lock beyaond coritext to the other elements of
cur framework to judge Huntington's proposal more fully,

Huntingtor’s assumption of US-USSR strategic nuclear parity,
Scaviet predominiance in theater nuclear weaparns and Soviet

conventional supericrity are acceptable as fact. While he



proavides na specific force comparison detail, his arnalysis of the

threat dces address, at least geherally, Saviet capabilities. He
alse praovides some analysis of allied vulnerabilities thcough he
focuses more on the issue of defensive vis cofferisive strategy
than on specific farce mismatches or deficiencies. His belief
that the Saviet threat lies mare in supericr Scaviet strategy than
in supericr manpower or arms is catchy and appealing. However,
his assertion that Soviet rnumerical supériority does rat pr;vide
encugh advantage to guarantee victory in war is rat supported
with facts, everr thaugh he dces refer to twa analyses which
emphasize the uncertainties that would exist with regard to the
cutcome of such & war. Further, he is incansistent in arguing

that the allies carn successfully go on the offensive with less

than a three ta one force ratio overall while claiming that a

SoViét aoffensive (with bath an overall numerical supericrity and
the ability to mass farces at the paint of attack) faces an
unicertain fate. Similarly, Huntington makes much of the
possibility of weakening the reliability of the rion-Soviet Warsaw

Pact countries by threat of a NATO offensive but does not address

2y)p\the issue under purely defensive strategies. He does nat, for

example, treat the reliability issue in the event of early allied
defensive use of either conventianal or theater riuclear weapans
arn Warsaw FPact territory. In sumy, it appears that Huntingtcon
overstates Scviet capabilities and allied vulrierabilities when

applied to a purely defensive concept and understates them when

applied ta his offerisive corncept.



This said, I do fird Huntingtor'’s aralysis of passible
Soaviet intenticns in initiating‘a war in Eurape very interesting.
His thecry that the Saviets may have limited gcals, that they may‘
just grab some West German territory arnd ther try to establish
the demilitarization or reutralization of West Germany is
credible because it is probably achievable at costs acceptable ta
the Scaviets. This is especially true if the allies da rict use
ruclear weapons early and the Soviets are able to achieve t;eir
limited gcoals before sustainivng major damage in Easterrn Eurape ar
the Soviet Union., This scenaric makes Hurntington's offensive
concept potentially useful and plausible since a caunter grab of
Warsaw FPact territary by the allies in response to a limited
Scaviet offensive could raise the Scaviet casts and pravide the
allies a negotiating position lacking in a purely defensive
pogtﬁre. Rlas, Huntington again fails us by not providing
adequate aralysis of the price the Scviets would be willing ta
pay for such limited ends and by riot arnalyzing whether NATO ccould
exact mare than that price by purely defensive aperations. While
hig inquiry into Soviet intentions shows pramise, the promise
remains unfulfilled.

In the final analysis, then, Huntingtor's treatment of the
threat does not carefully and thaoroughly deal with Scviet
capabilities and intenticns rnor dces it fully develcp allied
viilnerabilities in light of Soviet capabilities and intentians.
His treatment of the threat is foccused more cn justifyinig his

ancept than on fully elabarating the threat.
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Having established earlier tﬁat Huntington's praopoasal has at
its center a valid palitical cbjective (though it is riot yet
politically acceptable) of deterrence by conventional
retaliation, I will now turn my analysis to military objectives,
capabilities and operaticnal concepts. Hurtington confroants us
with a hast of possible military cbjectives for his prapasal.
Briefly stated they are to: 1) strengtheri deterrerice without.
escalaticon; 2) threatern Saviet pcalitical coantrol in Eastern
Eurape; 3) confront Scaviet forces with uncertainty requiring them
tc be flexible and adaptables; 4) deny quick Scaviet victory; 5)

gairn territory in the East for regotiaticnj 6) force Soviet

" v forces to a defensive posture and discourage massing; andy 7)

céunter Saoviet threats out—-of-area.

Tﬁese are cocherent, reasonable and worthy mili%ary
objectives. However, aside from those of gaining territory and
forcing the Soviets to defend, it is hard tc develop criteria for
measuring their success. In describing his operational concept
of a prompt offensive into Eastern Europe, Huntington provides an
example in which the tangible goal would be the capture of
several cities.' But, there is no way to determire whether
success in capturing them wculd accomplish the abjectives shown
abave. Nor is there any inherent military value in capturing the
cities for their own sake.

Huntington has giver us so many possible cabjectives for his

proposed affensive it has become imposéible to determine what he



really wants ta accomplish. Does he mean ta defeat the Soviet
army through a cambinaticn of defeﬁse ari the central front and a
retaliatory offensive inta Eastern Eurcpe? 0Or, is his aim
limited to inflicting pain, causing some doubts and cccupying
some piece of enemy territory with a view towards negotiation?'
Sirce he ncowhere claims the fbrmer, it must be the latter. His
aobjective is a limited ane.

Clausewitz, in his chapter on the limited aim in offense;
cauntions that the decisiar ta pursue the limited aim turng on
whether crne can be sure of holding it, whether a tempcrary
accupation is worth the cost of the operation if it cannot be
held and whether there is any risk of being strongly
‘ocounterattacked. He also cautions that an offense of this type
cénnot always make up for losses elsewhere and that, if not of
overwﬁelming significance, such a project will not compel the
enemy tc give up his cwn conquest.4 In his chapter on the
culminating point of attack, Clausewitz tells us that if the
attack leads toc peace the cbject will have been cbtained but that
strategic attacks which have led directly to peace are the
minority. He cqncludes that most strategic attacks end in
deferse awaiting peace and facing a reaction that is usually much
stronger than that of the criginal attack.5 As to Huntingtaon's
proposal, it is unlikely that the allies cculd hald any territory
gained for long; that a tempcorary gain would be warth the cast s

that it would compel the Saviets to quit their conquest; or, that

it would lead directly ta peace. It is 'virtually certain tc



praoduce a strong counterattack. In judginmg Hurmtingtorn’s
objectives, we do well ta remember that Clausewitz faurnd the
attack the weaker and deferise the straonger form of war, He noted
that if there are encugh forces for the weaker form they must
surely suffice for the stranger. He warned that every strategic
attack ends in a defernse wﬁose result would be determired by the
circumstarces which would be very favorable when the eriemy was
destroyed but very difficult ctherwise.t

By Clausewitz! terms, then, sirce Huntingtor seeks rieither
te defeat the ernemy cor to take arnd hald specific territary, it
appears that what he proposes is not really a strategic attack or
affensive at all but, rather, a diversion - "an attack on enemy
territory that draws of f the eriemy forces from the main
ob)ective".? He is really proposing an offernsive diversion in
tﬁé context of a broader defensive cperation. This being the
case, Clausewitz suggests that in a diversion the attacker must
be sure he has more tco gain in the enemy’soarea than to lose in

A

his cwn and that the size of the diversion nat )é tcao large an
operation because the larger the enemy force the easier his
defense. Clausewitz cautions that cornditions for successful
diversiaons are rare. He seems to capture Huntirngtaon's real intent
when he says that "the more remote the likelihood of a great
decision in a war, the more legitimate it is to use diversions
but, of ccurse, the smaller are the gains crie can expect. Such
diversions are simply a means of stirring up a situatiaon."8

I corclude this portion of the analysis with the cbservaticn
that Hurntingter’s military cbjectives are unclear; that he

N, .
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appears ncot to have defeat of the enemy in mind; iLhat there is
more to lase than gaini and, that his diversicn prabably has
little chance except as a means of "stirring thirngs up”. Because
his cbjectives are vague, his operaticnal concepts are not clear.
His proposal is sequential but the sequence of events and the
criteria for ?udging when tc end one event and begir anaother are
nat pravided., Clear measures of success are absent. Having
labeled his military ends as vague arnd his method questionable; I
mmove now ta the means.

Daes Huntington realistically portray the capability
required to conduct a strategic offensive? For an answer, I
turned ta an article by Keith A. Durmm and William O.

- .Staudermaier, both of the United States Army War Caollege. They,
uﬁlike Huntirngton, lccked to the Soviets' second strategic
echeldﬁ deploying from the Western military districts and
cancluded that if the allied strategic offensive carnnot survive a
counterattack by these forces it will present an irritant but nct
The Soviets have sixty—-five divisions in the Eurcpean
TVD's which coulg be dedicated to the second strategic echelon.
Sixteen additicnal divisions from other TVUD's are available as a
strategic reserve. Durn and Staudenmaier gamed Huntington's
praposal. After assuming the most favorable allied
circumstances, they faund that on D+21 the Warsaw Pact forces
were at the Weser-Lecht River line movirg toward Frankfurt and

NATO focrces were fighting for Praque ahd Leipzig. However, to
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ensure a2 Saviet breakthraough did not cccur in the North and tao
ensure a successful NATO offernsive in the Sauth, thirty-cre riew
NATO divisions were required during the game.3 This wark by Dunn
and Staudermaier, even if adjusted for the possibility of
substantial error, demorstrates the gross inadequacy of
Huntington’s‘apalysis of the capabilities required tc implement
his cancept. Their waork demonstrates the critical reed for
praoposals such as Huntington's to be subjected tca detailed
cperaticnal level evaluation., Huntingtoen’s failure ta consider
the Scaviet secwurnd strategic echelon irnvalidates his proposal on
military grounds. His contention that an offensive strategy
wauld improve deterrerce by forcing the Soviets irnto uncertainty

"z to divert offensive farces is valid only if the offensive is

. L]
credible militarily,‘if it can be decisive. As noted above, and

as shd@ﬁ by the Dunn and Staudenmaier analysis, Huntingtaon's
proposed offensive appears to be a matter of "stirring things up®
more thar a decisive strategic concept. If NATO could produce
the required additional faorces for the conventional offerisive,
then it could provide a credible conventional defensive
deterrent.

The remaining questicr in this section of the analysis is
whether Huntington adequately discusses alternatives to his
praposal. He provides twe specific alternatives - acquiesce to a
weaker deterrent and creation of a German nuclear deterrent. He
dismisses the former because of its risks of ircreased Scviet

influence and alliance tensicn; the latter because of a lack of
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palitical feasibility. Ir veality, Huntingtorn simply makes his
praposal lccock better by comparirng it with two coptions that are as
bad =r worse than his ocwn. While rejecting the possibility of
major conventional defermsive improvemernts due ta budgetary
problems and urnderstating the costs of his own praoposal,
Huntingten fails to aralyze a hast of other poassibilities.
Alternative concepts for implemerting flexible resporise include
Frernch Gereral Gallois' praopoasal for a Eurcopearn versiorn of Jutual
assured destructicrn not lirnked to United States' strategic
forces; Colin Grey's propasal fer an inflexible tactical riuclear
deferse nat linked to strategic retaliatiorn and a variety of
proaposals for denial of victory using conventional means. These
latter irnclude propcasals for border fortifications, urban defense
’and other defense in depth corncepts and envision the use of
exiséing or increased NRTO or territarial forces. 1@ My purpose
is not ta detail these alternatives here but merely to show that
Huntington dces not adequately address the full range of
alternatives ta his praposal.

In this segment of my analysis, I will briefly discuss the
costs and risks of Huntington's proposél and poatential Soviet
reactions to it. As Durnm and Staudermaier shcow, the likelihccod
=f a decisive victory is small and the military costs are high.
There would be fewer forces for defense; American and West German

forces in Easterrn Eurcpe may complicate allied use «f nuclear

weapans; and, there is a high probability that the allied



offernsive would be destrayed without striking a decisive blaow.
The praposal requires far greatér forces than suggested by
Hurtingtaon and the palitical ecoromic and demographic costs in
raising the forces are, in my apinian, naet achievable. Arn
attempt to raise them will cause discord in NATO and adverse
public reaction in its mehber cauntries. Thus, the military,
pxlitical and econamic costs and risks are high even if the
Saviets dao not react. |
Likely Saviet reacticns raise the costes and ricsks to clearly
urnacceptable levels. According to Daniel S. Papp, whao analyzed
patential Saviet reaction to the propasal, the Saviets are likely
to respond politically, diplomatically and militarily in a
corcerted effort to use the prapasal as an cappoarturnity ta further
their cwn pasition. In all, Papp sees nine likely respoenses,
oﬁiy ane of which is favorable ta the strategy. The rnire are:
1) a political-diplamatic campaigrn in the Urnited States and
Westerr Eurcpe to kill the strategy and to divide NATO - Eurcpe
from the United States, Europear states from each other and
Eurapean publics from their goverrmernts; &) a pclitical-
diplomatic campaign in Easterr Eurcpe to force the Pact claser
taogether and justify stricter contrals; 3) a palitical-
diplamatic campaign in the Third World to split those nations,
pspecially China, from the allies; 4) withhalding forces from
their attack to meet the NATO offersive as Huntington hoped; 3S)

additicral advarnced deplayment of Scaviet forces in Eastern

Eurape; &) increased territorial defense in Easterr Ewrope; 7)

- ,
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strengthening the first echelon attack forces toa ensure quicker
succegs and complicate NATO decisions; 8) preparirng static
defenses to frustrate the NATO offensive; and, 3) usirg chemical
and/or rniuclear weapans against the NATO aoffersive forces when
they mass. 11

The additicrnal casts and risks for NATO produced by almest
any combination of the abave are high and, whern added to the
initial costs of achieving the offernsive capability, wauld re;ult
in a net reduction in NATO's ability ta deter or win a war in
Eurcpe, The coasts and risks are tao high, the proposal must be

rejected.
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The framework proved a useful tool in aralyzing Huntington's
p%oposal and deciding that it does not make sense as military
strafegy. In lacking at NATO and the flexible response strategy
thraugh the prism of the framework, I was struck with the
importance of the threat (especially Soviet intertions) and by
the complexity of its relationship to the political context, the
aperational corcept and the required capabilities and of their
relationship with each other. Likewise, in analyzing costs and
risks, I found it imperative that likely enemy reactions be
analyzed. This includes political and military reactions and

reacticris in bath peacetime and wartime. Only then will the full

caosts and risks become apparent.
The framework helped focus these views. But, it is nat

clear that the framework copes with the dynamics of these
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relationships well enough to rely on it to build a strategy. Théﬂ\\
pctential is there; but, a mare rdbust, mcore irntegrated and more |
syrnergistic framewark may be reeded. Finally, in laakirg at NATO

in its brcadest serse, I came, mare and more, ta the coanclusion

that the NATO prablem is nat ocne of military strategy, but a far
mecre difficult cre of whether it is time ta rethink the whale

basis of the alliarice (palitical, economic, ard military) and to

see whether a riew trans—atlarntic bargain shcauld be struck. Tﬁe
framewcrk leads us irvn that directicrn but we may ncot have the

courage toa proceed. I think we must if we are to avoid a slow

but steady decline in the ability of NATO ta deter war and to

defend Eurcpe.
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